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After long delays, Judge Flor de Maria Garcia announced in May that five suspects would go on
trial for the 1998 murder of Bishop Juan Gerardi (see NotiCen, 1998-04-30). The suspects are three
members of the military, Mario Orantes, a priest who lived in the bishop's residence, and Gerardi's
cook Margarita Lopez. The trial is expected to begin in October.
Soon after the announcement, Judge Garcia told the press she was being followed and her house
was being watched. The prosecutor in the case, Leopoldo Zeissig, said he had been threatened. A
former prosecutor and several witnesses have gone into exile because of death threats (see NotiCen,
1999- 10-21).
Upon taking office Jan. 14, President Alfonso Portillo promised to resolve the case within six months
or resign the presidency (see NotiCen, 2000-01-20). To speed up resolution of the case, he ordered
investigators to concentrate on military suspects Capt. Byron Lima, Col. Disrael Lima, and Sgt. Jose
Obdulio Villanueva. All three were arrested in January (see NotiCen, 2000-02-03). In September,
Nery Rodenas, director of the Oficina de Derechos Humanos del Arzobispado (ODHA), said
that the human rights organization might take legal action against Portillo to force him to release
information regarding the case.
Portillo had said he had information that would clarify the case. The attorney general asked for
the information in July, but so far, Portillo has not responded. Rodenas said that refusal to divulge
information is the same as withholding evidence. Rodenas has been complaining about the matter
since June when he reminded Portillo that the self-imposed six-month deadline had come and gone.
Presidential spokeswoman Fernanda Castejon said Portillo has cooperated fully in the investigation,
as much as he could without violating the separation of powers. In September, a court ruled against
a defense motion to have the three military suspects transferred to a military prison.
Attorney Julio Roberto Echeverria Vallejo, representing the two Limas, argued that his clients'
lives were in danger in the civilian prison. The motion resulted from an attack on Byron Lima in
August. Prison authorities said he was wounded in a fight between rival gangs. But on Sept. 26,
Judge Eduardo Cojulun Sanchez ruled that the accused must remain in a civilian facility because
they were charged with a common crime. [Sources: Notimex, 05/08/00, 05/23/00, 06/22/00, 08/01/00,
08/14/00, 09/25/00; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 08/05/00, 09/26/00]
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